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Universities are under pressure to provide graduates with qualities that will 
enhance their long-term employability in today’s fast-changing business world. 
Accordingly, the integration of liberal arts into business education is nowadays 
becoming increasingly recognised and appreciated. However, doubts remain as to 
whether business education can ever be compatible with a liberal arts perspective, 
indeed whether business education should even take place in a liberal arts education 
institution.  
 
The purpose of this article is to contribute to this debate, and perhaps help lessen 
these doubts, by presenting a case study showing how a liberal arts based approach has 
been recently infused into the undergraduate business programme of a university in 
Hong Kong. We examine the purposes and strategies behind this process, investigate 
how it unfolded, and, using survey data from academic staff and students concerning 
their attitudes towards several aspects of liberal arts teaching and learning at the 
University, consider the extent to which the integration of liberal arts into the 
programme has been successful. The authors hope that this case will be of use to other 





Business, like other aspects of modern society, is nowadays subject to an increasing rate of 
change (Botha, Kourie & Snyman, 2014). Driven by globalisation, technological development, 
the rise of the knowledge economy and big data, business is demanding graduates who have 
the capacity to adapt to rapidly shifting circumstances (Acemoglu, 2002; Gaston & Nelson, 
2004).  
 
The increasing need for such graduates does not mean that the labour market requires those that 
are only highly trained in their specialist fields. Yorke (2006, p.8) mentions that “skills, 
understandings and personal attributes” make graduates “more likely to gain employment and 
be successful in their chosen occupations”. Although possessing the relevant technical skills 
will always be important to those looking for employment, occupations are now very fluid 
(DiPrete & Nonnemaker, 1997). In today’s business world, many graduates will likely not work 
in positions related to their academic major or even to fields that are “specific” (Fong, 2004). 
An uncertain job market and high mobility of employment, professions and industries mean 
that the current labour market requires graduates to be creative, versatile and independent in 
order to be capable of solving many kinds of practical problems (Ďurišová, 2013).  
 
It is increasingly felt that business education needs to serve the labour market (Boden & Nevada, 
2010) and meet its requirements in providing graduates of the necessary quality and quantity. 
Universities have thus come under pressure from the labour market to satisfy the changing 
needs of the business world by equipping their graduates with in-demand capabilities. Azevedo 
et al. (2012) suggest that undergraduate business education be remodelled to improve graduates’ 
capability to fit the needs of employers. Boden & Nevada (2010) contend that this 





to employers in a broader sense, through inventiveness, flexibility and adaptability. McQuaid 
& Lindsay (2005) argue that the above qualities represented by employability are both required 
and appreciated by business organisations themselves to improve performance and profitability. 
  
Universities have also been pressured to change their educational model from the higher 
education accrediting bodies, who no doubt have been influenced themselves by the changing 
labour market. A major example of such a body is the Association to Advance Collegiate 
Schools of Business (AACSB), an organisation committed to accelerate innovation and 
improve the quality of business education globally, and providing quality assurance to its 
members worldwide through its Standards for Business Accreditation. 1  The AACSB has 
recently pointed out that “what business needs today is very different from what it needed 
yesterday”, and that business schools must innovate and change their teaching and learning 
model to respond to the changing business environment.2 
 
How should business programmes react to these pressures? Further concentration on the 
development of specific applied skills has been widely criticised (see, for example, Chew & 
McInnis-Bowers, 2004) as it is becoming less likely that such skills will possess permanent 
value, and hence will not meet employers’ long-term needs. 
 
However, liberal arts education, an academic philosophy with long history, appears to be well 
suited to the new educational paradigm. Paradoxically, the essential concept of a liberal arts 
                                                          
1 Retrieved from https://www.aacsb.edu/about, 7th July 2021. 
2 AACSB. 2013 Eligibility Procedures and Accreditation Standards for Business Accreditation (Rep.), p.2. 
Retrieved from https://www.aacsb.edu/-/media/aacsb/docs/accreditation/business/standards-and-tables/2018-






education has in the past been viewed as somewhat antithetical to employability, in that it 
provides students with a rounded, as opposed to an applied-skills, education. However, in these 
changing times its traditional benefits, such as enhanced creativity through exploration and 
breath of study, heightened communication skills, critical thinking and sense of social 
responsibility, are now widely seen as graduate qualities that are of more enduring value and 
thus progressively demanded by employers.  
 
Accordingly, the integration of liberal arts into business education is nowadays becoming 
increasingly recognised and appreciated. However, doubts remain as to whether business 
education can ever be compatible with a liberal arts perspective, indeed whether business 
education should even take place in a liberal arts education institution (Luz, 1996; Harries, 
1993).  
 
The purpose of this article is to contribute to this debate, and perhaps help lessen these doubts, 
by presenting a case study showing how a liberal arts based approach has been recently infused 
into the undergraduate business programme of a university in Hong Kong (henceforth “the 
University”). We examine the purposes and strategies behind this process, investigate how it 
unfolded, and, using survey data from academic staff and students concerning their attitudes 
towards several aspects of liberal arts teaching and learning at the University, consider its 
achievements and challenges. The authors hope that this case will be of use to other institutions 
planning similar developments in future. 
 
This paper is divided into a further four sections. Section 2 explores the existing literature 
concerning the development of the modern approach to business education and the integration 





integration of a liberal arts approach into the undergraduate business programmes of the 
University, and describes how that integration was accomplished. Section 4, using the results 
of surveys of both teachers and students at the University, considers the extent to which this 
integration was considered successful. A final section concludes, and provides 
recommendations for the University itself and for those institutions considering a similar path 
in future. 
 
2. THE RE-EMERGENCE OF LIBERAL ARTS EDUCATION 
Liberal arts is an educational concept which can be traced back to medieval times. The term 
itself comes from the Latin “artes liberalis”, literally “art or principled practice that is free” 
(Roche, 2010). Studying the liberal arts essentially aims to “free” students by educating them 
to think independently (Lutz, 1996). In the early 1980s, Winter, McClelland, & Stewart (1981) 
set out seven typical outcomes of the liberal arts curriculum: critical thinking, formation of 
abstract concepts, analytical skills, independent thinking, mature social communication skills, 
and an appreciation of cultural experience. However, the liberal arts approach has developed 
since then to adapt to the changing world. In its 2002 report, the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U, 2002) added two more typical outcomes to the above list: 
cooperative working, and ethical and responsible behaviour. Today, a liberal arts education 
commonly focuses on inculcating the above personal attributes in students that are not limited 
by discipline, and applicable to any field of study (Fong, 2004). 
 
A liberal arts education trains students’ critical thinking, formation of abstract concepts, 
analytical skills, independent thinking, communication skills and appreciation of cultural 
experience to encourage students to think by themselves (Luz, 1996; Winter, McClelland, & 




challenges and declined enrolment from the early twentieth century onwards (Roche, 2010) as 
pre-professional and technical programmes expanded. As occupations became 
‘professionalised’, vocational education caught more and more attention, while pure liberal arts 
education seemed to be a mere “luxury” without practical consequences (Godwyn, 2009). 
According to Roche (2010), nearly 60% of US students chose to study in professional and 
technical fields from which they could earn a good “return from their educational investment”. 
Thus, the liberal arts had tended to be largely supplanted by a more skills-oriented educational 
concept.3  
 
However, while traditional business education might provide graduates with sufficient technical 
skills to do their jobs, a survey by Azevedo et al. (2012) showed that employers were not 
satisfied with their capabilities. Less risk-averse, fast-changing, and technology-driven, twenty-
first century corporations began increasingly to reject once-and-for-all technical skills in a 
shifting economy. Instead, they were commonly requiring “creativity and flexibility in thought 
and conduct” to improve their competitiveness and performance (Ďurišová, 2013, p. 1851).  
 
Thus, in the last decade, with a business environment increasingly demanding an inventive, 
adaptable and socially-minded workforce, the scene was set for liberal arts to make a come-
back. Providing a multi-disciplinary education stretching over a diversity of fields to encourage 
students’ imagination, and focussing on whole person development to inculcate a sense of social 
responsibility (Roche, 2010), integrating liberal arts into traditional business education is now 
increasingly perceived as a way of meeting the needs of the new era.4 
                                                          
3 However, at that time liberal arts education was far from being abandoned. Roche’s (2010) survey showed that 
students with higher academic performance were more likely to choose this form of education.  
 
4 See, for example, “Why Businesses Prefer a Liberal Arts Education”, https://www.cnbc.com/id/100642178, 






Employers’ requirements from graduates are, then, encouraging a reappraisal of the value of a 
liberal arts education. However, such encouragement is now also coming from the students 
themselves. Many students have come to recognise that they require degrees that make them 
ready to grow, adapt, and succeed in the long term. To satisfy this new demand, many 
educational institutions are now revising their programme structures to provide their graduates 
with a rigorous liberal arts education intended to prepare them for lifelong learning (Appelbaum, 
2016).5  
 
Several other academics have supported the integration of the liberal arts and business 
education. Durden (2003) contends that contemporary leaders of liberal arts colleges and 
universities should recommit to such integration in practice. Bennis & O’Toole (2005) believe 
that a liberal arts institution could best serve as a “new balance” between scientific dynamism 
and practical relevance that is fit for future business leaders. Baker & Boumgarden (2015) 
suggest liberal arts and business education be combined in a co-developmental model in which 
faculties could collaborate with business sectors, leading to research that would give immediate 
effect to organisations, better facilitating the development of today’s managers. Bobko & 
Tejeda (2000) claim that embedding liberal arts content in business programmes is the best way 
of placing graduates who are able to seek out business solutions that are critically and ethically 
evaluated in a flexible and diverse workplace. Some argue that the most effective way of 
producing a truly liberally educated business graduate is to “blend” the liberal arts into business 
curricula, eliminating the distinction between the liberal arts and practical education and thus 
                                                          
5 This integration has historical underpinnings. Despite the narrowly vocational or professional training that they 
offered, business schools were often originally housed in colleges of Arts and Sciences with the initial intention 
of developing students’ moral character and general intellect. This account represents early evidence of the 




making the two seamless (Chew & McInnis-Bowers, 2004, p.3).6 Fong (2004) notes that recent 
conceptual and pedagogical developments have encouraged the infusion of liberal arts into 
business programmes, and highlights the importance of curricular coherence in integration.  
 
The above discussion provokes many questions as to how such integration is put into practice. 
For example, how are business majors or subjects to be “liberally” taught? Who does the 
teaching? Luz (1996) argues that business professors commonly fail to grasp the concept of 
liberal arts, while liberal arts professors often only vaguely understand what is happening in the 
business world. How can business curricula be best developed? Harris (1993) warns that 
haphazard curriculum development to meet a seemingly immediate need should be carefully 
avoided by strategy makers. The next section explains how the University met these and other 
challenges. 
 
3. THE INTEGRATION OF LIBERAL ARTS INTO THE 
UNIVERSITY’S BUSINESS CURRICULUM 
The previous section has identified the various forces pushing for a liberal arts approach to 
business education. What follows, while by no means intended as a ‘model’ example or even a 
single pattern to embrace, is an attempt to understand how the rhetoric of such an integration 
has been put into practice and implemented within a single institution. It demonstrates that, in 
addition to the educational advantages and market-based pressures encouraging the 
development of liberal arts-based business graduates, there were also several external events 
that accelerated such a transition. It then explains the specific actions taken at the institutional, 
                                                          
6 Several specific blending models have over time been developed, including eight by member colleges and 
universities of the Council of Independent Colleges, an association formed by more than 570 independent liberal 





in-classroom, and outside-of-classroom levels to implement the broader strategy. The 
university setting on which this case is based displays a process where a shift was made from a 
traditional professional/vocational educational approach to a curriculum modelled on a liberal 
arts approach. 
 
The University was originally founded in 1888 as a Christian college in Canton (now 
Guangzhou) China. As with all such institutions it was required to close its doors after the 
formation of the People’s Republic in 1949. It was subsequently re-established as a post-
secondary college in Hong Kong in 1968. The Christian ethos continued to be an influence, and 
the college’s motto remained ‘Education for Service’. It became government-funded, and 
offered primarily vocational sub-degree programmes with business and commercial courses 
predominating, serving the needs of a community very much focused on commerce and trade.   
 
Three major events can be seen as influencing the transformation towards a liberal arts business 
curriculum at the institution. The first of these was the granting of university status by the Hong 
Kong government in 1997, a move that came with the appointment of a new President, a move 
to a larger newly built campus, and an explicit commitment to develop as a liberal arts 
institution.  Subsequent years saw a strengthening of the Faculties of Arts and Social Sciences, 
while the percentage of students enrolled in the business programme saw a relative decline.  
The mission and vision statements of the University were rewritten with a commitment to 
liberal arts placed front and centre, while in addition a series of desired graduate attributes were 
formulated with a pronounced emphasis on character rather than competence-related constructs. 
Leading liberal arts universities were adopted as benchmark institutions, exchange relationships 






The second defining event in the development of a liberal arts based curriculum was also 
government influenced: the adoption of a Hong Kong-wide four-year undergraduate university 
education system (from the three-year system based on the British standard) from 2012 onwards. 
This change both necessitated and allowed for significant changes to course curricula across 
the University, and it took this opportunity to introduce widespread adjustments to all 
programmes, principally the development of a common core curriculum and greater flexibility 
for students to forge their own study paths through selection of free electives from across the 
University.  
 
The common core required students to take a course in critical thinking, understanding morality, 
world history and a multi-disciplinary course examining the development of Hong Kong. 
Additionally, students were required to take at least one course from each of three general 
education clusters loosely themed on creativity and innovation, management and society, and 
values and culture. With language course obligations and the requirement to take several free 
electives from outside their home faculty, business students at the University were now studying 
well over half of their total credits required for graduation from non-business courses.  
 
While the above curriculum changes had a significant influence on the components of business 
students’ education at the University, it was a third major event that led to a re-evaluation of 
the courses taught within its Business Faculty. This occurrence was the application by the 
Business Programme in 2009 to apply for AACSB accreditation and, as part of that, to institute 
                                                          
7 In 2017 the University initiated the formation of the Alliance of Asian Liberal Arts Universities (AALAU), a 
network of liberal arts universities in Asia, sharing common values, a global vision, and a commitment to 





an outcomes-based approach to teaching and learning. To facilitate this process, the University 
engaged consultants and mentors from other liberal arts institutions with a business programme, 
engaged in faculty training, and instituted a course-by-course review with a focus on refining 
course objectives and leaning outcomes. By that time, benefiting from the additional ‘content’ 
requirements mandated by the AACSB standards, many courses were found to be not far 
removed from possessing the traditional goals of a liberal arts education. Standards requiring 
creativity, communication skills and critical thinking, alongside a need for both international 
and ethical understanding, were aligned closely with the desired graduate attributes of the 
University. This necessitated a critical self-examination of exactly how the business courses 
offered within the programme encompassed and developed each of these traits, both to meet 
the standards and to ensure alignment with the University mission. 
 
This confluence of factors, together with changing market demands in terms of expected 
graduate competencies, served as the impetus for the University’s attempt to develop a 
distinctively liberal arts focused business programme. First came a leadership commitment to 
develop a liberal arts institution. This was followed by changes to the overall curriculum, 
encouraged by the AACSB, which expanded the programme far beyond business-oriented 
courses, followed in turn by review of and adjustment to the business courses themselves with 
a focus on ensuring learning outcomes met those attributes associated with a liberal arts 
education.  
 
Other schools may have a different set of forces working upon them and may not have the same 
external factors driving the transformation; discrete events tended to push forward 
developments at the University, but the decision to embrace the liberal arts approach at other 




and evolving market demands.  
 
Steps taken to instil a liberal arts approach to business education 
For many institutions, recognising the need to integrate a liberal arts approach into the business 
curriculum may be the easy part; adapting long-established curricula within a sector notoriously 
slow to change and with solidly implanted structures may be more difficult. The following 
subsections outline direct actions taken at the University that furthered the integration process. 
These actions can be classified into three categories: changes at the institutional level; changes 
within the classroom; and changes to the student experience outside of the classroom. 
 
Institution-level actions 
As already outlined, the forces pushing a liberal arts approach led to a redrafting of the 
institution’s vision and mission statements, the subsequent introduction of a common core 
curriculum and greater flexibility in students’ pathways to graduation. Additionally, the 
following organisational changes were also felt necessary to ensure that the necessary resources 
were in place and to achieve institution-wide focus on delivering the changes proposed:  
 Key Performance Indicators and reward systems were amended to reflect the new direction.  
At the faculty, 8  programme, and department levels, objectives were developed which 
indicated what needed to be done to enhance the liberal arts approach. Individual personnel 
applications, including those for staff seeking substantiation, promotion and contract 
renewal, were decided upon accordingly. A teaching excellence award system was 
introduced to reward and encourage liberal arts-based teaching. 
 Significant staff turnover was never actively encouraged; however, when new staff were 
                                                          
8 As programmes beyond the original BBA (Hons) Programme were developed both at the undergraduate and 





brought on board an attempt was made to recruit those with a commitment to liberal arts 
education, with many having come directly from established liberal arts institutions. The 
‘Teaching and Learning Centre’ brought in a new Director devoted to the concept of liberal 
arts education, and staff development and training programmes on various aspects of liberal 
arts education were offered to staff throughout the University. 
 Resources were expended, and organisational changes were made, including the 
development of an ‘Office of Global Education’ and an ‘Office of Service Learning’. The 
former was charged with the rapid development of institutional collaborations and student 
exchange with leading liberal arts institutions worldwide, while the latter built links with 
local NGOs to provide student volunteering opportunities and to support experiential 
service learning courses and activities. 
 
In-classroom actions 
As mentioned previously, the requirements of AACSB accreditation and the switch to a learning 
outcomes-based approach required a re-evaluation and implementation of a system that ensured 
that liberal arts traits were included within programme curricula, and that evidence that such 
outcomes were being achieved could be provided. Review of learning outcomes occurred across 
multiple courses, with closing the loop actions required if such outcomes were not being 
achieved; in many cases this involved revision of course content and changes to assessment 
methods. Other in-classroom changes that aided a liberal arts based approach included: 
 Switching to a ‘sectional’ approach, and the elimination of mass lectures. Each section has 
a maximum limit with an average class size of 20-25 (small by local standards). Small-
group teaching is often seen as a defining characteristic of liberal arts education: making 





 Cooperation with external institutions. Outside bodies such as Junior Achievement Hong 
Kong and the government’s anti-corruption unit were invited in to speak to students as part 
of their courses. 
 The introduction of service learning courses. Students were required to participate in at least 
one of these courses before they could graduate. Such courses involved community outreach 
and participation with local and international NGOs. 
 Enhanced integration with non-business courses and programmes. Staff were encouraged 
to sit in as ‘auditing students’ on lessons offered by teaching staff from other faculties; this 
encouraged ‘crossover’ activities between the core curriculum and business courses, 
enhanced staff-student interaction and relationships, and enabled the dissemination of 
outstanding teaching practice. 
 
Outside-classroom actions 
It is widely recognised that a broad range of formal and informal learning opportunities that 
take place outside of the classroom plays a key role in liberal arts education; the term ‘whole-
person education’ is frequently used to describe the goal of producing well-rounded gradates 
ready for society through knowledge and experience gained in addition to their formal studies. 
The University in this case was able to devote significant resources to developing these 
activities through provision of a fully residential environment for all undergraduates, new 
sporting facilities, and support for the service learning and international education office. While 
other institutions may not have the same resources either available or within the control of the 
University’s Business Faculty, some additional examples from the University that could be 
adopted by others wishing to expand outside of classroom learning opportunities are as follows: 
 Student enhancement programmes were formed by each department to provide additional 





promoting and budgeting learning-related activities for other students.  
 A formalised ‘Integrated Learning Programme’ was developed and overseen by the Student 
Services Centre. This programme operates as an additional ‘mini-curriculum’ wherein 
students are required to complete a set number of community-based, experiential, non-
academic credits prior to graduation. 
 The Office of Global Education significantly expanded exchange opportunities. Pre-Covid, 
40% of the University’s business students spent at least one semester overseas. The office 
is currently also responsible for ensuring incoming exchange activities and non-local 
student integration through ‘buddy’ schemes. 
 Internship and mentoring schemes were expanded, while support and encouragement were 
given for increased student involvement in external competitions. 
 
None of the above programmes are necessarily unique, and most universities, liberal arts or 
otherwise, already offer similar student development opportunities. While naturally such extra-
curricular activities exist outside formal study plans, it is perhaps particularly important that 
schools with a liberal arts approach recognise the importance of such external learning, and 
where possible integrate these opportunities into students’ classroom based learning. For a 
business programme, support for such activities and encouragement and recognition for this 
kind of learning is important. Business faculties can and should actively seek to facilitate the 
adoption of such learning activities and seek to provide opportunities that can demonstrate the 








4. TO WHAT EXTENT HAS THE INTEGRATION OF LIBERAL  
ARTS INTO THE UNIVERSITY’S BUSINESS CURRICULUM  
BEEN SUCCESSFUL? 
The previous section presented the variety of ways in which liberal arts was integrated into the 
BBA (Hons) Programme (henceforth, “the Programme”) of the University.9 But to what extent 
has this integration been successful? The answer to this question is of course necessarily largely 
subjective. However, the views of teachers and students on the Programme at the frontline of 
these changes may provide a meaningful indication. 
 
After several years of infusion of liberal arts into the business curriculum, it was decided to 
carry out surveys of teachers and students in the Business Faculty to gauge their views on the 
success of the process, and thus to identify any shortcomings that might suggest directions for 
improvement. It was hoped that the survey results would spark discussion and sharing of how 
a liberal arts approach could be more effectually embedded in business education at the 
University. 
 
The responses of teachers and students concerning four aspects of the infusion of liberal arts 
into the Programme are reported here: their understanding of the term “liberal arts”; their 
identification with the liberal arts educational approach; the perceived promotion of the 
traditional characteristics of liberal arts in the courses they taught/studied; and the perceived 
incorporation of the liberal arts approach into the syllabi, teaching/learning practices and 
                                                          
9 In 2016, a new flagship business programme, the BBA (Hons) in Risk and Insurance Management, was 
introduced by the Business Faculty. This programme has the same non-stream structure as the BBA (Hons) 
Programme. Because of the strong similarities between the two programmes, they are together referred to in the 





assessment of those courses.10 
 
The survey of teachers was carried out during three weeks in April/May 2018, and that of 
students during six weeks in March/April 2019. Both surveys were carried out online. Second 
and third requests for responses were made in both cases to increase the response rate. 
Respondents were informed they would remain anonymous and that their responses would be 
treated confidentially.11 Respondents were asked to reply to a set of items using a Likert scale 
bounded by 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree).  
 
For the survey of teachers, all full-time Business Faculty members were invited to participate. 
A total of 27 usable responses, representing slightly over 50% of the number of possible 
respondents, were received. For the student survey, all undergraduate four-year business 
programme students were invited to participate. A total of 390 useable responses, representing 
46% of the targeted population, were received. The respondents were approximately equally 
distributed across the four years of the student population and the six majors within the business 
programmes. A very small proportion of the respondents (about 2%) were on exchange from 
other universities. 
 
The detailed results from the two surveys are presented in the Appendix. For comparison 
purposes, the survey items for teachers and students are shown side by side. The survey items 
in the two surveys address essentially the same issues, with the wording appropriately adapted 
                                                          
10 Only items that were included in both surveys are reported here. The teachers’ survey referred to an additional 
aspect: the extent to which it was felt that the Business Faculty’s/University’s senior management prioritised and 
supported the infusion of the liberal arts approach into the Programme. Full survey details are available from the 
authors on request. 
11 However, in the student survey, the chance of winning small cash prizes on a random selection basis was 
offered as an inducement to participate; any respondents wishing to compete for these prizes were thus required 




for the targeted populations. For each item, the percentages of the total number of responses for 
every level of (dis)agreement are shown. The total of these percentages in some cases does not 
exactly equal 100, due to rounding.  
 
The first part of the surveys, containing two items, concerned the extent of teachers’/students’ 
understanding of liberal arts. This part was included in the surveys as the responses indicate the 
extent to which communication of the ideals and objectives of the Programme to arguably the 
most important stakeholders had been successful. The two items (only the teachers’ survey 
version, for simplicity) were: 1) “I feel confident that I have a thorough understanding of what 
is meant by the term ‘liberal arts”; 2) “My own educational and/or career background provided 
me with a thorough understanding of liberal arts”.  
 
Survey responses by teachers and students are shown in Part 1 of the Appendix. Responses by 
teachers to both items showed strong confidence in their understanding of the nature of liberal 
arts, with only a small percentage expressing major doubts. The students, not surprisingly, 
expressed comparatively less confidence in their understanding of the concept, but their 
responses to both items were satisfying, especially since the respondents included students only 
in their early years of a liberal arts education and thus not long exposed to this approach. 
 
The second part of the surveys, containing three items, dealt with the extent that 
teachers/students identified with/ supported the liberal arts approach to the Programme as a 
whole. This part was included since backing for the liberal arts educational approach amongst 
the two populations was considered an important requirement for its success. The three items 
(in the teachers’ survey version) were: 1) “I believe the BBA Programme’s liberal arts approach 





arts approach to business gives our graduates an advantage in their prospective careers”; and 3) 
“The existence of the BBA Programme in a liberal arts university appears inconsistent to me”. 
 
Details of the responses are shown in Part 2 of the Appendix. Both teachers and students 
expressed strong support for the liberal arts approach to business education in that it supplied a 
superior form of business education and gave students a career advantage, although teachers 
were more positive than students in both respects. Teachers also strongly disagreed that there 
is inconsistency in the existence of a business programme within a liberal arts university, 
however, students were equivocal on this issue.  
 
The third part of the surveys addressed the extent to which teachers and students believed the 
Programme as a whole (i.e., together with non-Business Faculty components of the education 
at the University such as common core courses, cluster courses, hostel life, etc.) promoted 
typical characteristics of liberal arts education. A list of 12 such characteristics was assembled 
from a review of the literature. The 12 characteristics were: civic engagement; leadership skills; 
life-long learning; creative thinking; critical thinking; small class size; an “educational 
community” to encourage intellectual development; broad (including international/cross 
cultural) perspectives; good communication skills; a student-centred pedagogy; ethics and 
values; and close staff/student relationship. 
 
Responses to this part of the survey by both teachers and students are shown in Part 3 of the 
Appendix. The results were encouraging; there was a high level of agreement amongst both 
teachers and students that nine of the traditional liberal arts characteristics (civic engagement, 
leadership skills, critical thinking, small class size, broad perspectives, communication skills, a 




promoted by the Programme, with teachers expressing slightly stronger support in all cases 
except for small class size, where the level of agreement was roughly equally high for both 
populations. For the remaining three characteristics (life-long learning, creative thinking, and 
an educational community), both teachers and students also provided a positive level of 
response, although not so high as for the other nine. Teachers expressed slightly stronger 
support in all three cases except for educational community, where the level of agreement was 
similar for both populations. 
 
The third part of the surveys, by way of contrast, also addressed the extent to which four 
characteristics commonly considered typical of a more conventional approach to business 
education (and arguably antithetical to a liberal arts approach) were promoted by the 
Programme. In the survey questionnaire, these four characteristics were haphazardly inserted 
amongst the 12 items in Part 3 mentioned above to reduce carelessness in response and help 
correct for agreement bias. The four items were (for teachers): first, preparation of students for 
a particular career; second, delivery of specific knowledge attractive to potential employers; 
third, a high degree of specialisation; and fourth, development of knowledge in a particular area 
of business.  
 
Survey responses by teachers and students to this part of the surveys are also shown in Part 3 
of the Appendix. For the first and fourth items, there was a high level of agreement amongst 
both teachers and students that these items were promoted by the Programme, with teachers 
agreeing more strongly than students. For the second and third items, the level of agreement 







The fourth part of the surveys addressed the extent to which teachers/students believed that 
development of characteristics not normally associated with liberal arts education were 
promoted in those courses they taught/attended. All five survey items were worded 
antithetically to the liberal arts education ethos. The five items (the teachers’ survey version) 
were: first, “The courses I teach require me to focus on the stated course learning goals to the 
exclusion of other pedagogical objectives”; second, “The courses I teach tend to assess students 
primarily according to the extent to which they have gained competence in specific business 
subject matter”; third, “The courses I teach tend to be mostly concerned with developing 
knowledge in a particular area of business”; fourth, “The courses I teach contain a high level of 
specific content which needs to be covered, leaving little time for anything else”; and fifth, “The 
courses I teach are primarily designed to help students find a job and succeed in the workplace”.  
 
Part 4 of the Appendix presents the teachers and students responses to these items. The 
responses showed a high level of agreement, by both teachers and students, that the first to 
fourth items were promoted in their courses, with teachers agreeing more strongly than the 
students. For the fifth item, the level of agreement amongst both teachers and students was 
comparatively weaker, but still high, again with teachers agreeing more strongly than the 
students. 
 
The findings from the surveys are subject to the usual limitations of such investigations, notably 
demand effect and other potential response bias. These limitations notwithstanding, the 
following picture of the current infusion of liberal arts into the Programme emerges from the 
findings. The concept of liberal arts is, despite its indeterminate and amorphous nature, 
considered to be reasonably well understood by teachers and only slightly less so by students 




but students displayed a certain ambivalence with regards to considering the inconsistency of a 
business programme in a liberal arts university.  
 
All of the 12 traditional characteristics of liberal arts education were seen by both teachers and 
students to be well promoted on the Programme, with some, such as communication skills and 
ethic and values, considered very well promoted. In most cases, teachers were more upbeat than 
students; in some cases, such as student centred pedagogy and close staff-student relationships, 
the gaps between the teachers’ and students’ levels of agreement were quite large.  
 
While the above results are encouraging, the surveys also revealed that both teachers and 
students believed that the characteristics of more traditional business education (for example, 
subject specialisation, the development of knowledge in a particular area of business, preparing 
students for employment in a particular career, etc.) were still being well promoted by the 
Programme. These findings do not necessarily indicate shortcomings in the extent to which 
liberal arts education has been embedded within the Programme; they may simply suggest that 
in attempting to do so the Programme has not strayed too far from its original roots, and that a 
balance in the Programme’s characteristics between conventional and liberal arts business 
education has been naturally and appropriately struck. Nonetheless, the observation that the 
Programme is still promoting these conventional characteristics naturally raises doubts as to 
whether the liberal arts characteristics simultaneously were being and/or can be promoted 
successfully.  
 
Added to these concerns, the surveys also revealed that in individual courses on the Programme, 
both teachers and students believed that there was little space for any pedagogical activity apart 





specific knowledge aimed at future employment, and assessing students accordingly. These 
findings are somewhat disappointing, as they clearly suggest the perseverance of teaching and 
learning practices antithetical to the objectives of a liberal arts education. The challenges 
uncovered here are addressed in the conclusions section which follows. 
 
5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This paper has described a process that has infused liberal arts into the once traditional business 
programme at a University in Hong Kong. This process has encompassed actions at the 
institutional, programme and course levels, including the establishment of new experiential 
programmes, the transformation of the business programme curriculum, the revamping of 
individual courses, and the introduction of new teaching and learning approaches, 
methodologies and styles.  
 
These actions are not meant in any way to form an exhaustive list in terms of what can be done. 
Other institutions will likely be at different stages of development, with varying degrees of 
external and internal pressure to integrate liberal arts within the business curriculum. Different 
locations may provide their own advantages and challenges in this respect. The authors look 
forward to receiving feedback from readers on what may have been done in their own 
institutions. 
 
By some objective indicators, the embedding of liberal arts into the undergraduate business 
programme can be viewed as very successful. In 2015, the University was ranked amongst the 
top ten liberal arts colleges in Asia by Forbes.12 In 2021 the University was placed in the top 
                                                          




20 percent in the QS Asia University Rankings13, while in the same year placing third globally 
for Quality Education according to the Times Higher Education University Impact Rankings.14 
Meanwhile, also in 2021, the University’s Business Programmes (i.e., including postgraduate 
programmes) successfully extended their accreditation with the AACSB, who remarked on the 
uniqueness of the University as a liberal arts university in Hong Kong. 
 
However, the results of internal surveys of teachers and students present a more mixed picture 
of the extent of the success of the liberal arts transformation. On the positive side, the findings 
concerning both teachers’ and students’ understanding of the term “liberal arts” and their 
identification with the liberal arts educational approach were on the whole reasonably 
encouraging. 
 
 Also, the extent to which both sets of respondents perceived that all 12 traditional 
characteristics of liberal arts were promoted in the Programme was also encouraging. Positively 
viewed, the findings additionally indicate that both teachers and students felt that in spite of the 
liberal arts emphasis of the Programme, it was still able to promote certain non-typical liberal 
arts characteristics that some employers might find appealing in graduates. 
 
However, some troubling findings emerged concerning the incorporation of the liberal arts 
approach into course syllabi, teaching/learning practices and assessment, thus suggesting where 
the University should allocate its efforts in future. These findings concern the extent to which 
                                                          
13 QS Asia University Rankings at https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/asian-university-
rankings/2021, accessed 31 May 2021. 
14 See THE Impact Rankings (Quality Education) at 
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/rankings/impact/2021/quality-






liberal arts is being embedded at the course level. The nature, structure and content of individual 
courses on the Programme were seen by both teachers and students as dominated by the 
attainment of learning goals defined conventionally in terms of the accumulation, and 
consequent assessment, of specific business knowledge, in particular knowledge considered 
important for future employment. It was felt that in practice this left little space for generic 
skills development that forms the basis of the liberal arts approach in a congested business 
programme curriculum and in crowded individual course syllabi.  
 
Two main reasons would appear to be behind these current circumstances. First, the amount of 
knowledge and range of skillsets deemed not just desirable but fundamental to those wishing 
to be future business leaders have both exploded over the last few decades. Business students 
are currently faced with the prospect of assimilating, in a short time period of time, a profusion 
of laws, regulations and codes while acquiring a multitude of generic skills, from 
communication to statistics to IT, leaving indeed little room for anything else. 
 
Second, undergraduates who are interested in a particular profession will often wish to major 
in a related discipline at university in order to obtain exemptions from professional 
examinations that lead to career qualifications. This puts pressure on business programmes to 
have their majors in such disciplines as accounting, finance and marketing accredited by 
professional bodies. While many professional firms looking for new recruits currently express 
the desire to take on graduates with a well-rounded education, nonetheless in practice they are 
often keen to sign on those who have already acquired a specific body of knowledge assured 
through accreditation.  
 




or already moving towards a liberal arts approach to education becomes how best to 
accommodate the increasing requirements in both scope and depth of general business and 
profession-oriented education in constrained curricula and syllabi within a liberal arts 
framework. To address this issue, institutions need to have dedicated procedures and checks in 
place to ensure that the liberal arts ethos guiding their curricula and syllabi is reflected in 
practice in all teaching and learning, while retaining the best aspects of a traditional business 
education. In finding a suitable compromise these institutions must continue to be guided not 
only by their unique liberal arts vision but also by the needs of their students, potential 
employers and society in general.  
 
While this study focuses on only one university in one particular part of the world, making 
broad generalisations difficult, we hope it will provoke further discussion on this important 
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Appendix: Liberal Arts Survey: Responses from Teachers and Students 
Teachers’ responses Students’ responses 
Aspect of liberal arts and related survey 
items 
Response (%) 
1= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree 
1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
Aspect of liberal arts and related survey 
items 
Response (%) 
1= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree 
1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
Part 1. Teachers’ understanding of 
liberal arts 
I feel confident that I have a thorough 
understanding of what is meant by the 
term ‘liberal arts’ 
My own educational and/or career 
background provided me with a thorough 










           4     7     7    30   26   19    7 
Part 1. Students’ understanding of 
liberal arts 
I feel confident that I have a thorough 
understanding of what is meant by the 
term ‘liberal arts’ 
My own educational background before 
arriving at the University provided me 
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Part 2. Teachers’ identification with liberal arts  Part 2. Students’ identification with liberal arts  
I believe the BBA Programme’s liberal 
arts approach delivers a superior form of 
business education 
 
I believe that the BBA Programme’s 
liberal arts approach to business gives 




The existence of the BBA Programme in 
a liberal arts university appears 
inconsistent to me 
 
 
         
 










         32     9    18    5    27    5     5 
I believe the BBA Programme’s liberal 
arts approach delivers a superior form of 
business education 
 
I believe that the BBA Programme’s 
liberal arts approach to business will give 




The existence of the BBA Programme in 
a liberal arts university appears 
inconsistent to me 
  
 
















Part 3. The extent to which teachers believe the BBA Programme (including 
non-Business Faculty components such as common core courses, cluster 
courses, hostel life, etc.)  promotes the following typical characteristics of liberal 
arts: 
Part 3. The extent to which teachers believe the BBA Programme (including 
non-Business Faculty components such as common core courses, cluster 
courses, hostel life, etc.)  promotes the following typical characteristics of liberal 
arts: 
- Civic engagement 
- Leadership skills 
- Life-long learning 
- Creative thinking 
- Critical thinking 
- Small class size 
- An “educational community” to 
encourage intellectual development 
- Broad (including international/cross 
cultural) perspectives 
- Good communication skills 
- A student-centred pedagogy 
- Ethics and values 
- Close staff/student relationship 
 
But… promotes the following 
characteristics of more conventional 
business education  
  
- Preparation of students for a 
particular career 
- Delivery of specific knowledge 
attractive to potential employers 
- A high degree of specialisation 
-     Development of knowledge in a 
particular area of business 
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- Civic engagement                                       
- Leadership skills 
- Life-long learning 
- Creative thinking 
- Critical thinking 
- Small class size 
- An “educational community” to 
encourage intellectual development 
- Broad (including international/cross 
cultural) perspectives 
- Good communication skills 
- A student-centred pedagogy 
- Ethics and values 
- Close staff/student relationship 
 
But… promotes the following 
characteristics of more conventional 
business education  
 
- Preparation of students for a 
particular career  
- Delivery of specific knowledge 
attractive to potential employers 
- A high degree of specialisation 
-     Development of knowledge in a 
particular area of business 
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Part 4. The extent to which teachers believe that the development of students’ 
non-specific liberal arts skills was (not) addressed in the courses they taught  
Part 4. The extent to which students believe that the development of their non-
specific liberal arts skills was (not) addressed in the courses they attended 
The courses I teach require me to focus 
on the stated course learning goals to the 
exclusion of other pedagogical 
objectives 
 
The courses I teach tend to assess 
students primarily according to the 
extent to which they have gained 
competence in specific business subject 
matter 
 
The courses I teach tend to be mostly 
concerned with developing knowledge in 




The courses I teach contain a high level 
of specific content which needs to be 




The courses I teach are primarily 
designed to help students find a job and 
succeed in the workplace 
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The courses I attended require me to 
focus on attaining the stated learning 
goals rather than anything else                                       
 
 
I am assessed in the courses I attended 
primarily according to the extent to 
which I have gained competence in 
specific business subject matter 
 
 
The courses I attended tend to be mostly 
concerned with developing students’ 
knowledge in a particular area of 
business, rather than any other 
educational aim 
 
In the courses I attended there is only 
enough time to cover the specific content 
of the syllabus, with little time left for 
anything else, such as developing soft 
skills 
 
In the courses I attended the primary 
objective appears to be providing 
students with knowledge that will help 
them find a job and succeed in the 
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